The US Army is investigating a group of about 100 pneumonia cases, of which 15 were serious enough to require mechanical ventilation, among troops in Iraq and surrounding countries. Robert DeFraites, the Army\'s director of epidemiology and disease surveillance, said that the 100 cases occurred between March 1 and July 30 in troops deployed in southwest Asia.

DeFraites would not say how many troops were deployed in total, but said the 100 cases were "about the amount that one might expect in a population of troops deployed", and that "the Army sees about 400 or 500 cases of pneumonia every year worldwide", with 17 deaths in the 5 years ending in 2002. Of the 15 of this year\'s cases who required ventilation, ten were in Iraq, with the rest in nearby countries. All but one of the 15 were men. Two of those soldiers died, and two others tested positive for *Streptococcus pneumoniae*.

The Army has sent two teams to the region to investigate. DeFraites said that so far, doctors have found no evidence of anthrax, smallpox, or severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS). "This isn\'t acting at all like SARS", he said. In addition to infectious causes, the investigators will consider environmental factors, such as dust exposed to chemicals. The cases appear sporadic, as all were from different units.

Larry Lutwick, a bacterial disease moderator for ProMED, the Internet-based Program for Monitoring Infectious Diseases, told *The Lancet* that "there\'s not enough information yet to say they\'re all related". One observer who has studied reactions to the anthrax vaccine, John Sever (George Washington University, Washington, DC), has suggested that the anthrax vaccine could be the culprit. But "physiologically it doesn\'t make sense", Lutwick said. "The anthrax vaccine is not killed or attenuated live bacteria, so there\'s no reason to believe it should do that."
